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A checklist approach to water resources 
development in the Karamoja subregion 
of Uganda
Catchment-based planning is being implemented in the 
Karamoja subregion of Uganda since 2016. It is a new approach 
that mirrors similar interventions taken up by the Ugandan 
government in different parts of the country. It broadly reflects 
a wider commitment to institutionalizing Integrated Water 
Resources Management (IWRM) throughout the country. 
However, the Karamoja subregion faces substantial challenges. 
Mount Moroto, Karamoja, Uganda (Photo: Alan Nicol/IWMI).
Project Brief
These include the complex relationships between resource 
availability, access and use in Karamoja and its neighboring 
counties, including the substantially drier Turkana County in 
Kenya to the East. The inherent potential for contestation and 
conflict over resources requires careful adoption of new water 
structures. A checklist-based approach is recommended to 
face these challenges. 
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Key messages
•  The political economy of water in the Karamoja 
subregion is driven by water-land-grazing relationships 
that are part of a wider complex of factors 
transcending borders and agroecological zones 
straddling Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia and South Sudan. 
We call this the Karamoja-Turkana Complex (KTC).
•  Much of current water resources planning—even 
for large surface water storage structures—is not 
sensitive to this complexity. This can result in poorly 
sited, managed and utilized surface water structures, 
which can potentially exacerbate tensions over access 
to resources. Wider development efforts may thus be 
undermined.
•  A checklist-based approach to water resources 
development can assist actors at the parish, 
district, regional and national levels—as well as the 
transboundary level, where applicable—in asking 
the right questions when making development 
plans. Such a checklist can ensure that adequate 
local consultations are held (Figure 1) and designs 
appropriate to local conditions and challenges are 
drawn up.
Figure 1. A checklist-based approach to water resources development would include local consultations, such as this one in October 2017 with elders near the 
Arachek Dam, Uganda (photo: Alan Nicol/IWMI). 
The context
Karamoja is a remote subregion in northeastern Uganda 
(Figure 2). However, it is rapidly being integrated into the 
wider economy of the country and the East Africa region 
through better transport links. There is now growing interest 
in exploitation of the Karamoja subregion’s substantial 
natural and mineral resources.
The 1.2–1.4 million people of Karamoja are largely 
agropastoralists. Their movement between pasture and 
water sources during the transition from the peak rainy 
season to the peak dry season is a principal feature of 
livelihoods in the subregion.
Long periods of endemic conflict have plagued relations 
between pastoralist communities in and around the 
subregion—a substantial element in which has been cattle 
raiding. A government-led disarmament process during the 
2000s reduced the availability of small arms, but also led to 
accusations of brutality toward the local population.
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Figure 2. Map of Karamoja subregion, Uganda, showing the county, district and international boundaries. 
Source: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA). 
The physical geography of Karamoja is dominated by two river 
systems, the Lokok and Lokere, which run east-west into the 
Lake Kyoga Basin, thereby becoming part of the Nile system. 
Water flow in these two systems is concentrated in the March–
October period1 and supports important wetland grazing 
areas in Katakwi and Amuria districts during the dry season. A 
smaller river basin, Aswa, flows from the north of Uganda into 
South Sudan.
1 However, there is increasing evidence of a late shift in the season (Chaplin et al. 2017).
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The timing and movement of rainfall shapes the distribution 
and dynamics of livestock – and the associated communities 
– both within and beyond Karamoja. In the dry season and 
in exceptionally dry years, livestock congregate around key 
surface water resources, whether naturally occurring (e.g., 
wetland areas) or man-made (dams and valley tanks) (Figure 3). 
All such sources perform an essential survival function during 
the critical dry season, but, as a result, also lead to a rapid 
concentration of livestock and human populations in what are 
increasingly fragile and stressed environments.
During the period 2016–2018, catchment-based planning was 
introduced in the subregion with financial support from the 
Karamoja Agro-pastoral Development Program. This held out 
the promise of coordinated planning and implementation 
of water resources development in Karamoja, including the 
establishment of consensus-based Catchment Management 
Plans and Implementation Plans (MoWE and Cordaid 2017) 
as part of Uganda’s wider introduction of IWRM (Nicol and 
Odinga 2016).
Until that point, planning and development of water resources 
in Karamoja existed outside of wider resource management 
systems or approaches. Development interventions, 
particularly valley tanks, dams and other surface water 
structures, used to be site-specific projects largely aimed at 
reducing transhumance within and into Karamoja. This was 
mainly done by increasing water availability and reducing 
the concentration of people and livestock in particular areas, 
especially in low rainfall years. 
In 2017 and 2018, researchers from the International 
Water Management Institute (IWMI) undertook two studies 
on catchment-based planning in Karamoja on behalf of 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
(GIZ) and the CGIAR Research Program on Policies, 
Institutions, and Markets (PIM). The first of these studies 
examined the emergence and significance of IWRM under 
the introduction of catchment-based planning in the two 
key catchments – Lokok and Lokere (see Figure 4). The 
second study analyzed the political and economic challenges 
and trends in relation to water resources management, 
and conducted a detailed examination of the Arachek and 
Longoromit dams (Figures 5 and 6), which were recently 
constructed in the subregion. The findings of these two 
studies are summarized below.
Figure 3. Troughs for livestock watering at Arachek Dam, Karamoja, Uganda (photo: Alan Nicol/IWMI).
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Figure 4. Maps of the Lokok and Lokere catchments in Karamoja subregion, Uganda. 
Source: International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).
Figure 5. The Arachek Dam and reservoir, Karamoja, Uganda, October 2017 (photo: Alan Nicol/IWMI).
Figure 6. The Longoromit Dam, Kaabong district, Uganda, September 2018 (photo: Alan Nicol/IWMI).
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Key findings
1.  Systems of movement of humans and livestock into and 
across the Lokok and Lokere catchments are part of wider 
relationships within the KTC. A growing development 
narrative on sedentarization (Caravani 2019), combined with 
poor design and siting of water management structures, 
makes investment in water storage particularly complex 
in the subregion. Poor development and siting may lead 
to future problems, particularly in the context of growing 
pressure on land for cultivation and the individuation of land 
titles as part of the regional shift from traditional communal 
land tenure. Future relationships between land, water 
and exploitation of environmental and mineral resources 
will grow in complexity and generate further potential for 
dispute. Therefore, a checklist approach (Box 1) is suggested 
to help ensure optimal siting, size and management of water 
structures given such competing and growing pressures.
Box 1. Managing water wisely: A checklist for planners and implementers of new water infrastructure in the Karamoja subregion.
In order to get more effective outcomes from the siting and design of surface water storage structures, a systems analysis checklist can help 
ensure that key questions are asked at appropriate stages from consultation through to design and implementation. Karamoja receives the 
highest per capita aid among the subregions of Uganda, of which a substantial part goes to improving livelihood security and agricultural 
development (and within that a proportion to increasing the availability of water in the dry season). However, this analysis suggests poor 
community engagement in the implementation process, leading to siting and design problems and, ultimately, water structures that may 
generate future development problems.
The following checklist is suggested to enable more effective water resources planning in the subregion under catchment-based planning 
processes.
What is the purpose of the construction?
1. What is the primary purpose for dam construction?
2. Has demand been articulated for the construction and, if so, how?
3. Has this been established in agreement with local communities and authorities?
4. Have there been separate consultations with men and women in these communities?
5. Are there secondary and tertiary reasons for construction, beyond making water available to communities?
6. Who or what are the major beneficiaries expected to be, and how will they benefit?
7. Are any of these beneficiaries located outside the immediate district/region and, if so, where?
Where is the proposed siting and why?
1. Where exactly is the structure to be located?
2. What is the rationale for the proposed siting?
3. How does it reconcile technical specifications with costs and community needs?
4. What criteria have been applied, if any?
5. How many similar structures already exist in the vicinity (district, parish, community)?
6. When were they built and by whom?
7. What is their current state of repair and how are they being used, if at all?
8. What is the expected added value of this new structure in addition to the existing structures?
9. How significant is the siting with respect to wildlife corridors, mining activities and other nonagricultural/pastoral uses?
10. Is there a history of conflict over water resource access in the area?
11. Are there any issues of gender-based violence associated with access to water in the area?
What was the consultation process?
1. Who was consulted, where, how and why?
2. What were the results of the consultation?
3. Was there any specific engagement in gender-differentiated consultation—including by specific age groups?
4. Was there a specific consultation process with elders and, separately, with youth?
5. How were the results of different consultations recorded?
6. What changes were made to the design or siting, if at all, as a result of consultation?
How have local authorities been involved?
1. What role have district authorities played in developing the structure at different levels?
2. Have the District Water Officer, Chief Administrative Officer and other officers played a role and, if so, how?
3. Who has provided technical oversight of construction?
4. How does the construction fit within the District Development Plan?
5. How have parish-level officers been involved?
6. What level of integration has there been with district development priorities across different sectors and in relation to other    
 implementation projects in the area?
7. What does the district see as the major benefits of the project? How and where are these articulated?
(Continued)
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Box 1. Managing water wisely: A checklist for planners and implementers of new water infrastructure in the Karamoja subregion. 
(Continued)
8. How important has national government and/or external funder influence been on local decision-making?
9. Have local Members of Parliament been involved in the decision-making? If so, how?
How is the Catchment Management Organization involved?
1. Have the respective catchment institutions been alerted to the project—Catchment Management Organization, Water Management Zone  
 office, etc.?
2. How have they, if at all, intervened and advised the project?
3. Have they suggested ways of integrating the project within wider catchment management?
4. Is there a management organization or water users’ association (WUA) established for the structure?
5. If so, how will it be/has it been constituted?
6. How will future operation and maintenance costs be covered?
7. Who will oversee the WUA?
What are the anticipated conflict and competition challenges?
1. What are the potential areas of conflict over developing and managing the structure, and with whom or what?
2. How and by whom will any conflicts be resolved?
3. Are there existing grazing and/or other conflict flashpoint issues in the vicinity?
4. Is the structure expected to provide a perennial source of water or is it just seasonal?
5. Has a water demand assessment been conducted in the surrounding area?
6. How large is the anticipated ‘user group’ of the structure? Where are they located?
7. Has an assessment of wet/dry season demand been carried out?
What is the relationship to the KTC?
1. How significant is the project for relationships and movements between the Turkana and Karamojong (and other groups)?
2. Will the project complement the use of existing structures by the Turkana (or other groups), and help prevent concentrations around   
 specific water points? If so, how?
3. How are the management committee/WUA, subdistrict authorities and communities prepared to manage usage by other non-resident   
 communities?
4. What specific gender dynamics will the intervention influence? How can these be carefully managed to ensure positive outcomes for gender  
 equality transformation in the subregion? 
2. As competition for water is part of a wider system within 
the KTC, ‘problemshed’2  planning is necessary. There are 
four specific areas of competition for water and related 
resources in Karamoja:
a. Pressure on resources due to intensifying development, 
including road construction, agricultural development 
and mining. 
b. Indirect impacts of landscape changes due to external 
market pressures (e.g., impacts on biomass derived 
from the region, such as fuelwood and charcoal). 
c. Pressure to develop productive water for agricultural 
use, including efforts to intensify production through 
irrigation linked to surface water construction.
d. Pressures associated with human-wildlife interaction, 
such as tourism development and wildlife conservation 
approaches.
The checklist presented in Box 1 captures such an approach. 
It views new storage structures as part of wider complex 
systems, and encourages interrogation of the key relationships 
surrounding current and future water demand, and the 
governance systems necessary to ensure successful future 
operation. A central component of this approach is effective 
early consultation with communities and local authorities.
3. Power structures and processes are key. Within this process 
of problemshed planning in the KTC, power structures and 
the exercise of power are key elements. However, they 
remain poorly understood despite continued resource 
allocation for water development. There is striking evidence 
of poor planning and implementation in some cases, 
indicating little regard for wider systemic management of 
complex livelihood systems. In some cases, they may even 
exacerbate development challenges, including in areas 
where human-wildlife systems are coming into conflict.
Way forward
1. Catchment management institutions need to co-own new 
developments. In Karamoja, resource development should 
be overseen and co-owned by the two respective catchment 
agencies in the Lokok and Lokere sub-basins (MoWE and 
Cordaid 2017). At present, although institutionalization 
of IWRM has moved forward, incorporation of catchment 
management principles into development practice lags 
behind, due partly to the continued disjunction between 
water management needs, incorporation of decision-
making powers to make robust development choices, and 
allocation of the financial resources necessary to build new, 
and rehabilitate existing, water management structures. 
2 See Mollinga et al. (2007) where the concept of problemsheds is developed to help address the reality that “Water governance, management and use are embedded in processes and forces 
from outside the domain; therefore, both the causes and the solutions of water problems lie partly in other domains.”
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The checklist approach to problemshed planning—adapted 
to different local contexts—can help bring about this 
necessary integration.
2. Improve management oversight after completion. 
Participation by grassroots-level users in the governance 
of water resources is key for future operation and 
sustainability. Although a bottom-up approach can help 
ensure better water development and management, there 
is little evidence of this in practice, including around major 
water structures. Much of the decision-making is centrally 
controlled (including the water abstraction permit system), 
and there remains a prevailing assumption that irrigated 
agriculture can flourish alongside surface water sources 
where dry-season competition for access to water and 
surrounding grazing resources is likely to lead to conflict. 
3. Undertake water-pasture management consultations 
across the KTC. These consultations will bring 
together communities that are sharing resources, local 
government, civil society institutions and knowledge 
communities. Such consultations will enable assessment 
of the current situation including the wider regional 
pressures, and help plan for future movements of people 
and livestock, mitigation of negative impacts due to 
peak resource demands, impacts of climate change and 
mining activities, and agricultural trends and processes 
across Karamoja and the KTC. This approach should 
form an integral part of catchment-based planning 
and investment and involve the lowest level of local 
formal and informal authority, including a substantial 
engagement with elders, youth groups and gender-
specific organizations.
